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Apartheid, Act II
Adekeye Adebajo opens From Global Apartheid to
Global Village with a bleak vision of our contemporary
world. Mankind, in his words, is faced today with a sys-
tem of “global apartheid” that separates the rich North
from the impoverished South, and sucks life from the ide-
als of justice and equality that animate the world’s one
true universal organization–the United Nations. Ade-
bajo quotes South Africa’s former presidentThaboMbeki
to reinforce this point, but the maxim is recognizable
to anyone familiar with Africa’s ambiguous place in
the postcolonial world, having formed already the con-
ceptual scaffolding of work by Kwame Nkrumah (Neo-
Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism [1965]), Wal-
ter Rodney (How Europe Underdeveloped Africa [1972]),
and Ali Mazrui (UNESCO General History of Africa, vol.
8, Africa since 1935 [1999] and with Michael Tidy, Na-
tionalism and New States in Africa [1984]), among many
others. One should not, in other words, approach Global
Apartheid to Global Village with the expectation of new
insight on the political, social, or cultural paradoxes of
independent Africa.[1] Adebajo’s edited volume, featur-
ing contributions from thirty different scholars, activists,
and policymakers, is a treatise on historical injustice with
its eyes fixed firmly on the political present.
Global Apartheid to Global Village is the first scholarly
book to tell the story of Africa at the United Nations. Its
scope is difficult to describe, in part because the volume
covers such an eclectic range of topics. After two intro-
ductory essays, focused principally on current events, the
project delves into a diverse series of thematic contribu-
tions, which provide summaries of key UN organs, ac-
tors, and processes; present arguments about the nature
of human rights, peace, and security; and examine the
actions of the United Nations’ various development pro-
grams, funds, and offices. For the most part, these essays
are interesting and well composed. The reader is treated
to primers on the Trusteeship Council and the Interna-
tional Court of Justice, as well as thoughtful ruminations
about Chapter VII of the UN Charter, UN peacekeeping
in Namibia and Angola, and the role of African women
at the United Nations. Taken collectively, the contri-
butions point toward a coherent thesis: while African
activities have modified aspects of the United Nations’
agenda, they have not altered fundamentally the struc-
tures of world order. Not all of the authors suggest how
to fix this problem, but those who do gravitate toward
a comparable set of policy recommendations: Africans
need a greater voice at the UN Security Council, more
control over UN spending, and greater authority to di-
rect UN cultural programs. Political power in New York
City, the argument goes, will help Africa’s representa-
tives break down the wall between the rich North and
the poor South, and establish a more equitable, sustain-
able “global village” for future generations.
It is not difficult for a historian to criticize a book
like Global Apartheid to Global Village. With a handful
of notable exceptions, the essays tend to attach them-
selves firmly to the well-trodden colonizer/colonized bi-
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nary. Twenty years ago this would not have been a
problem. However, beginning in the 1990s, a host of
scholars–eager to transcend the limits of area studies and
move beyond the interpretive strictures of the Cold War
era–began highlighting the historical instability of this
framework. They illuminated instead the complex in-
teractions between empires, international organizations,
and nation-states in the twentieth century.[2] Adebajo’s
volume does not engage this scholarship. Absent here,
for instance, is any consideration of the United Nations’
deeply ambiguous origins.[3] Nor do the authors investi-
gate the contested meanings of terms like “sovereignty,”
“development,” and “freedom.”[4] By focusing so closely
on African actions at the United Nations, and fram-
ing this inquiry explicitly around the challenges fac-
ing African diplomats today, the authors tend to flatten
the historical specificity that characterized Africa’s rela-
tionship with the international community between the
1960s and 2000s. There are a number of excellent ex-
ceptions, such as Christopher Saunders’s essay on UN
peacekeeping, Tor Sellström’s piece on the Trusteeship
Council, and Francis Deng’s interesting chapter on the
sovereignty of responsibility. However, on the whole,
the contributions in Global Apartheid to Global Village do
not so much narrate Africa’s recent engagement with the
world as they draw selectively on the past to buttress po-
litical assertions about the present. Put simply, the book
is not a work of history.
Considering the fact that Adebajo is not a historian,
this criticism probably deserves to be placed in its proper
context. In fact, if one chalks up the book’s “problems”
to pedagogical free will, a useful set of insights emerge
from its multifarious essays, relevant not only to schol-
ars of Africa but also to historians interested in decolo-
nization, foreign relations, and international civil society.
Adebajo’s volume is one of the first, for instance, to ac-
knowledge the existence and importance of the so-called
African Group. Formed on the eve of second-wave de-
colonization, the African Group was the UN General As-
sembly’s most assertive lobbying force in the early post-
colonial years. Composed of African diplomats united
by a desire to influence world affairs, this group ener-
gized the efforts of the Afro-Asian bloc, spearheaded the
fight against the white regimes of southern Africa, and
authored many of the resolutions that altered the United
Nations’ formal stance toward racism, colonialism, and
crimes against humanity. Most academics have either
missed or dismissed this story, partly because of the re-
centmethodological push to focus on local African voices
and experiences, and partly because these diplomatic ini-
tiatives cut across the archival collections used most of-
ten by international historians. However, the African
Group deserves to have its story told. The United Nations
was a vital intellectual and political incubator within the
Cold War–a place that organized and then redefined in-
ternational norms, and laid the foundation of the rights
revolution that transformed global politics in the final
decades of the twentieth century–and the African Group
sat at the center of these macro-historical trends.
Equally important, Global Apartheid to Global Vil-
lage speaks to scholars interested in the story of the
third world. Slowly but surely, as international histori-
ans have begun to update their research agendas in the
post-Cold War world, attention has fixed more firmly
on the transnational place of nonalignment, anticolonial-
ism, and antiracism. For example, the past decade has
seen the publication of award-winning works on both
the military interventions orchestrated by superpowers
in the latter half of the twentieth century and the efforts
of non-Western activists to counter these developments
throughout the Southern Hemisphere.[5] Adebajo’s vol-
ume contributes to this discussion by reminding schol-
ars that bonds of third worldism overlapped frequently
with a host of other ethnic, racial, and intellectual mark-
ers. The protagonists of Global Apartheid to Global Vil-
lage are, first and foremost, African. Their relations with
each other are fragmented, and their connections with
advocates of pan-Asianism and pan-Arabism appear con-
tested and transitory. Despite the rhetorical ubiquity of
anticolonial nationalism in the 1950s and 1960s, in other
words, the third world–both as a physical place and as an
imagined political project–was always immensely com-
plicated, susceptible to cross-cutting political considera-
tions, as well as financial, ideological, and temperamen-
tal fault lines. Does that mean that international his-
torians should abandon their burgeoning interest in the
global South? Hardly. It reminds us simply that we need
to reflect carefully on the political specificity of inter-
national discourse, and chart skillfully how, where, and
why transnational connections formed and fragmented
in the historical past. Global Apartheid to Global Village
is a useful tool toward this end. For scholars of Africa in
the world, it deserves to be read widely.
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